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SECTION VI

NOTES ON BEN JONSON
*\/

IT would be amusing to collect, out of our
dramatists from Elizabeth to Charles I, proofs
of the manners of the times. One striking
symptom of general coarseness of manners, which
may co-exist with great refinement of morals, as,
alas! vice versa., is to be seen in the very fre-
quent -allusions to the olfactories with their most
disgusting stimulants, and these, too, in the
conversation of virtuous ladies. This would not
appear so strange to one who had been on terms
of familiarity with Sicilian and Italian women of
rank; and bad as they may, too many of them,
actually be, yet I doubt not that the extreme
grossness of their language has impressed many
an Englishman of the present era with far
darker notions than the same language would
have produced in the miud of one of Elizabeth's
or James's courtiers. Those who have read
Shakespeare only^ complain of occasional gross-
ness in his plays; but compare him with his
contemporaries, and the inevitable conviction is
that of the exquisite purity of his imagination.

The observation I have prefixed to the Volpone
is the key to the faint interest which these